Dermal collagen fibrils are hybrids of type I and type III collagen molecules.
It has been suggested that dermal collagen fibrils with 67-nm periodicity consist of hybrids of type I and type III collagens. This is based on the assumption that all these banded fibrils are coated with type III collagen regardless of their diameter. However, conclusive evidence for this form of hybridization is lacking. In order to clarify this problem dermal collagen fibrils were disrupted into microfibrils using 8 M urea. Single and double indirect immunoelectron microscopy showed type III collagen at the periphery of intact collagen fibrils but no labeling with type I collagen antibodies, suggesting that the epitopes for this collagen were masked. Disrupted collagen fibrils revealed type I collagen throughout the fibril except for the periphery which was coated with type III collagen. Almost no type III collagen was noted in the interior of the collagen fibrils. Since type III collagen is present only at the periphery it suggests that this collagen has a different role than type I collagen and may have a regulatory function in fibrillogenesis.